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The Baal Shem Tov 


ITSIK MANGER 


Israel Baal Shem Tov sits at midnight 
Thinking, in his secluded cabin — 
The night is holy, deep and pure, 
And even the traveller, walking alone 
Barefoot across a foreign land, 

Feels over him God’s blue hand. 


He suddenly rises and stands still — 

A thin cry shivers through the window — 

Who cries at night, who is crying now 

When the bird 1s sleeping, and the wind sleeps, 
When the cottage sleeps, and the forest sleeps? 
Who is disturbing the gold from his dreams? 
“Listen,” he turns to the alien cry, 

“Be soothed to sleep inside my hands.” 


But the cry shivers like a fiddle string, 
Thin as a spider’s silk-like web, 

Thin as the wailing of a child 

Who shakes his heavy head in the wind. 


The Baal Shem Tov opens his door, and walks 
To discover who disturbs the joy, 

The joy and the dreaming of the world — 
Then the village sleeps, the river sleeps, 

Then sleeps the field — 

Who is crying now 

When the bird is sleeping, and the wind sleeps, 
When the cottage sleeps, when the forest sleeps? 
Who is disturbing the gold from his dreams? 
“Listen,” he turns to the alien cry, 

“Be soothed to sleep inside my hands.” 


But the cry shivers like a fiddle string, 
Thin as a spider’s silk-like web, 


Thin as the wailing of a child 
Who shakes his heavy head in the wind. 


The Baal Shem Tov raises up his eyes, 

He raises his holy eyes to the sky 

And sees a small, gray cloud, which lies 
Over a star, and crushes it — 

The Baal Shem Tov stands a moment, quiet, 
Listening to the silver cry. 


And then he raises his shining hand, 

Raises his shining hand to the sky 

And wipes away the small, gray cloud — 

The star twinkles, freed of its fear, 

Twinkles and shimmers, flashes and glows 

In the sky, like fine gold will glow. 

The Baal Shem Tov smiles — “You rascal, you! 
You shook an entire world from its rest!” 


With quiet steps he walks back home, 

To his lone cottage of brick and clay, 

And there he sits upon the threshold 

And waits for the first bird’s morning trill, 
And waits for the first small drop of the sun. 
And then, before the day had appeared, 

He said to himself in a quiet voice, 


“The cry of a worm, of a blade of grass, 

The cry of a star, and of a hare, 

Can shake and tremor a world from its rest — 
Guard and protect them, Father dear.” 


And a glowing drop falls on his hand 
And rolls onto his folded mantle. 


Translated from the Yiddish by |. DAVID SHULMAN 
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